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1. INTRODUCTION 

The evolution of education in India reflects a 

dynamic interplay between tradition and 

transformation, deeply embedded within the 

country’s cultural, philosophical, and socio-political 

fabric. From the spiritually grounded gurukula 

system of ancient India to the contemporary 

reform-oriented framework of the National 

Education Policy (NEP) 2020, the Indian education 

system has undergone profound structural and 

ideological shifts. These shifts not only signify 

institutional change but also represent broader 

redefinitions of the purposes, processes, and 

outcomes of education. A critical examination of 

this trajectory provides valuable insights into how 

present-day educational reforms seek to reconcile 

historical legacies with the imperatives of 

globalization, technological advancement, and 

socio-economic development. 

The Ancient Indian Education System was 

characterized by its holistic and value-centric 

orientation, rooted in the philosophical traditions of 

the Vedas and Upanishads. Education functioned as 

a means of achieving self-realization (moksha), 

ethical conduct (dharma), and societal harmony. 

The guru–shishya parampara constituted the 

institutional core of this system, fostering intimate 

pedagogical relationships that emphasized dialogue, 

reflection, discipline, and experiential learning. The 

curriculum was comprehensive, encompassing 

metaphysics, logic, grammar, mathematics, 

astronomy, medicine, arts, and statecraft, thereby 

integrating intellectual inquiry with moral and 

spiritual cultivation. However, despite its 

pedagogical depth, the system was circumscribed 

by socio-cultural hierarchies that restricted access 

along lines of caste and gender, limiting its 

universality. 

In contrast, the National Education Policy (NEP) 

2020 represents a paradigmatic shift in India’s 

contemporary educational landscape. Framed 

within the discourse of inclusivity, equity, and 

knowledge economy competitiveness, NEP 2020 

aspires to transform India into a global knowledge 

society. The policy introduces structural 

reorganization through the 5+3+3+4 curricular 

framework, prioritizes foundational literacy and 

numeracy, promotes multidisciplinary and flexible 

learning pathways, and integrates vocational 

education and digital technologies. Significantly, 

NEP 2020 also underscores the revitalization of 

Indian Knowledge Systems, mother-tongue 

instruction, and value-based education, thereby 

invoking elements of the country’s educational 

heritage within a modern institutional context. 

While separated by centuries and shaped by 

divergent socio-political realities, both systems 

converge in their emphasis on holistic development, 

learner-centered pedagogy, and the formative role 

of the teacher. Nonetheless, they diverge 

substantially in their organizational scale, 

inclusivity, technological integration, governance 

mechanisms, and alignment with global economic 

structures. 

This study undertakes a comparative analysis of the 

Ancient Indian Education System and NEP 2020 to 

interrogate their philosophical underpinnings, 

pedagogical frameworks, curricular orientations, 

and socio-institutional implications. By situating 

NEP 2020 within the continuum of India’s 

educational heritage, the paper seeks to critically 

evaluate whether contemporary reforms represent a 

revival, reinterpretation, or transformation of 

ancient educational ideals. Such inquiry is essential 

for understanding the trajectory of educational 

modernization in India and its implications for 

constructing a culturally anchored yet globally 

responsive education system. 
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2.Review of Literature 

The study of Indian educational traditions and 

contemporary reforms has attracted significant 

scholarly attention across disciplines such as 

education, history, philosophy, and public policy. 

Existing literature broadly falls into two domains: 

historical analyses of the Ancient Indian Education 

System and policy-oriented evaluations of the 

National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. However, 

systematic comparative studies bridging these two 

paradigms remain relatively limited. 

Scholars examining the Ancient Indian Education 

System emphasize its holistic and value-oriented 

framework. Altekar (1944), in his seminal work 

Education in Ancient India, highlights the moral, 

spiritual, and intellectual dimensions of the 

gurukula system, underscoring its emphasis on 

character formation and disciplined living. 

Similarly, Radhakrishnan (1953) interprets ancient 

Indian pedagogy as deeply philosophical, grounded 

in the pursuit of truth and self-realization. These 

studies portray the guru–shishya tradition as a 

model of personalized mentorship that fostered 

experiential and dialogical learning. However, 

historians such as Thapar (2002) critique the 

system’s exclusivity, noting the limitations imposed 

by caste and gender hierarchies. 

In the contemporary context, scholarly discourse 

surrounding NEP 2020 primarily focuses on its 

structural reforms, inclusivity, and alignment with 

global educational trends. Kumar (2021) views 

NEP 2020 as a transformative policy that shifts 

from rote learning to competency-based and 

multidisciplinary education. Tilak (2020) analyzes 

the policy from a socio-economic perspective, 

questioning issues of implementation, privatization, 

and resource allocation. Other scholars emphasize 

the policy’s recognition of Indian Knowledge 

Systems and mother-tongue instruction as an 

attempt to decolonize education and reclaim 

indigenous intellectual traditions. 

Comparative analyses suggest that NEP 2020 

symbolically draws inspiration from ancient 

pedagogical ideals, particularly in its emphasis on 

holistic education, experiential learning, and 

teacher empowerment. However, critics argue that 

translating these philosophical ideals into large-

scale institutional practice presents practical 

challenges, including teacher preparedness, 

infrastructural disparities, and digital divides. 

Despite substantial literature on both ancient and 

modern educational frameworks, there remains a 

gap in integrative studies that critically evaluate 

NEP 2020 as both a continuation and 

transformation of India’s educational heritage. This 

study seeks to address that gap by situating NEP 

2020 within a historical continuum and examining 

the extent to which it embodies, adapts, or 

reinterprets the principles of the Ancient Indian 

Education System 

3. Research Gap 

A substantial body of literature exists on the 

philosophical foundations and pedagogical 

practices of the Ancient Indian Education System, 

as well as on the structural reforms and policy 

implications of the National Education Policy 

(NEP) 2020. Historical studies primarily focus on 

the guru–shishya tradition, value-based learning, 

and holistic development in ancient India, while 

contemporary research critically evaluates NEP 

2020 in terms of institutional restructuring, 

inclusivity, governance, and alignment with global 

educational standards. 

However, there is a noticeable lack of integrative 

and analytical studies that systematically compare 

these two educational paradigms within a unified 

conceptual framework. Most existing works 

examine them in isolation—either as historical 

narratives or as contemporary policy analyses—

without adequately exploring their philosophical 

continuities, structural divergences, and 

pedagogical intersections. Furthermore, limited 

research critically assesses whether NEP 2020 

represents a genuine revival of ancient educational 

ideals or a strategic reinterpretation adapted to 

modern socio-economic realities. 

This gap underscores the need for a comprehensive 

comparative inquiry that situates NEP 2020 within 

the broader historical trajectory of Indian education. 

Such an approach would not only illuminate the 

continuity between tradition and reform but also 

provide a critical understanding of how educational 
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heritage is recontextualized in contemporary policy 

discourse. 

4. Objectives of the Study 

The present study is guided by the following 

objectives: 

1.To examine the philosophical foundations of the 

Ancient Indian Education System and the National 

Education Policy (NEP) 2020. 

2.To analyze and compare the pedagogical 

approaches and teaching–learning processes 

adopted in both systems. 

3.To evaluate the curriculum structure and content 

orientation in relation to holistic development and 

skill formation. 

4.To assess the inclusivity and accessibility of 

education under both frameworks. 

5.To identify areas of continuity and divergence 

between ancient educational ideals and 

contemporary reforms. 

6.To critically evaluate whether NEP 2020 

represents a revival, adaptation, or transformation 

of India’s traditional educational philosophy 

5. Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative and comparative 

research approach to analyze the Ancient Indian 

Education System and the National Education 

Policy (NEP) 2020 within a historical and 

conceptual framework. The research is based 

entirely on secondary data sources, including 

classical texts, scholarly interpretations, the official 

NEP 2020 document, academic journals, books, 

and policy reports. 

A comparative-historical method is employed to 

examine similarities and differences between the 

two educational systems. The analysis is conducted 

through a thematic framework, focusing on key 

dimensions such as philosophical foundations, 

curriculum structure, pedagogical practices, 

assessment methods, and inclusivity. 

The study is descriptive and analytical in nature and 

does not involve primary data collection. Its scope 

is limited to conceptual and policy-level analysis 

rather than empirical or implementation-based 

evaluation. 

 

 

6. Philosophy and Aims 

Ancient Indian Education System 

Strongly based on Dharmic principles, inculcating 

moral, spiritual, and practical values. Education 

was viewed as Purushartha (aim of human life): 

Dharma (righteousness), Artha (wealth), Kama 

(desires), Moksha (liberation).Focus on self-

realization, character building, and societal 

contribution. 

NEP 2020 

Rooted in holistic development, blending Indian 

ethos with modern needs. Aims to produce creative, 

critical thinkers with 21st-century skills like 

problem-solving and digital literacy. Emphasis on 

multidisciplinary learning, life skills, inclusion, and 

equity in access. 

Comparison: Both systems emphasize moral and 

holistic development, but NEP expands this to 

include global skills, technology, and innovation. 

7. Structure and Delivery of Education 

Ancient System 

Education was mostly residential with experiential 

learning in gurukulas. 

Learning was personalized and tailored to 

individual student interests. 

Teacher and student lived together; education 

included daily chores as part of learning. 

NEP 2020 

Offers formal schooling from foundational to 

higher education with standardized stages: 

Foundational (3–8), Preparatory (8–11), Middle 

(11–14), Secondary (14–18). 

Emphasizes activity-based, inquiry-based, and 

experiential learning. 

Integration of digital platforms and flexible learning 

pathways. 

Comparison: Ancient system was personalized, 

face-to-face, and mentorship-based, while NEP 

2020 standardizes stages but encourages flexibility 

and hands-on learning. 

8. Curriculum and Content 

Ancient System 

Curriculum included Vedas, Upanishads, grammar, 

mathematics, logic, music, medicine, arts, and life 

skills Learning domains: Spirituality, ethics, logical 

reasoning, memory, linguistic skills, and practical 
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life skills. Education was not limited to textbooks; 

it included debates, discussions, and reflection. 

NEP 2020 

Curriculum is broad and multidisciplinary with 

subjects across languages, sciences, humanities, 

arts, sports and vocational education. Promotes 

integration of Indian knowledge systems (e.g., 

yoga, classical languages, local wisdom) with 

modern subjects. Encourages coding, critical 

thinking, creativity, and project work. 

Comparison: Ancient curriculum focused more on 

wisdom and life skills rooted in culture, while NEP 

2020 balances traditional knowledge with modern 

academic and vocational subjects. 

9. Teachers and Teaching Methods 

Ancient System 

Teachers (gurus) were highly respected and central 

to all learning. Teaching was dialogical — question 

and answer, memorization via oral recitation, and 

internal reflection. The bond between teacher and 

student was foundational to learning. 

NEP 2020 

Teachers are facilitators who encourage inquiry-

based and student-cantered learning. Continuous 

Professional Development and multidisciplinary 

teacher preparation are stressed. Use of technology 

and adaptive learning tools are promoted. 

Comparison: The guru–shishya relationship in the 

ancient system was deeply personal and lifelong. 

NEP attempts to mirror this with mentorship but 

within a structured institutional framework. 

10. Assessment and Evaluation 

Ancient System 

Evaluations were qualitative, formative, and 

ongoing through oral dialogue, practical tasks, and 

real-life application. Success was measured by 

mastery and usefulness of knowledge, not just 

examinations. 

NEP 2020 

Moves away from high-stakes exams toward 

continuous, competency-based assessment. Focus 

on projects, portfolios, self-assessment, and less on 

rote memorization. 

Comparison: Both aim to reduce exam pressure 

and emphasize understanding, though NEP 2020 

applies formal frameworks and tools to achieve 

this. 

 11. Access, Inclusivity, and Equity 

Ancient System 

Access was limited to certain strata based on 

community, gender, and region. Residential 

gurukulas made education accessible to those who 

could live away from home. 

NEP 2020 

Strong focus on inclusion, gender equity, socio-

economic diversity, and universal access. Policies 

for free education, scholarships, mother-tongue 

instruction, and special needs support aim to bridge 

gaps. 

Comparison: NEP 2020 is more equitable and 

broad in access compared to ancient times.  

12.Strengths and Challenges 

Aspect Ancient System and NEP 2020 

Strengths: Deep ethical grounding, 

personalized mentorship, lifelong learning

 Multidisciplinary education, modern skills, 

inclusion, global outlook 

Challenges: Limited access, less formal structure, 

not standardized Implementation at scale, teacher 

training needs, and resource gaps 

12. Conclusion 
The comparative analysis of the Ancient Indian 

Education System and the National Education 

Policy 2020 reveals a remarkable continuity of 

educational philosophy across centuries, despite 

differences in structure, governance, and socio-

economic context. While separated by time and 

modern institutional frameworks, both systems 

share a deep commitment to holistic development, 

value-based learning, intellectual inquiry, and the 

integration of knowledge with life. 

The Ancient Indian Education System, particularly 

the Gurukul tradition and renowned institutions 

such as Nalanda University and Takshashila 

University, emphasized character building, moral 

discipline, spiritual growth, and practical life skills 

alongside academic learning. Education was not 

merely a means to earn a livelihood but a 

transformative process aimed at self-realization, 

ethical living, and social responsibility. The close 

teacher-student relationship, personalized 

http://www.ijsrem.com/


          International Journal of Scientific Research in Engineering and Management (IJSREM) 

                             Special Issue: National Seminar on NEP 2020 – Volume 10 (2026)                  SJIF Rating: 8.659                               ISSN: 2582-3930                                                                                                                                               

 

© 2026, IJSREM      | www.ijsrem.com                                                                                                                                         |        Page 5 
 

instruction, experiential learning, and 

interdisciplinary knowledge were its defining 

features. However, access was limited in many 

cases by social hierarchies, and education was not 

universally inclusive. 

In contrast, NEP 2020 seeks to modernize India’s 

education system while drawing inspiration from 

these ancient foundations. It promotes 

multidisciplinary education, flexibility in 

curriculum, critical thinking, experiential learning, 

skill development, and mother-tongue instruction at 

foundational stages—principles that echo ancient 

pedagogical practices. The policy aims to break 

rigid academic silos, encourage research and 

innovation, and integrate vocational education into 

mainstream learning. Unlike the ancient system, 

NEP 2020 strongly emphasizes inclusivity, equity, 

gender equality, digital access, and universal 

education, ensuring that education becomes a right 

accessible to all sections of society. 

One of the most significant points of convergence is 

the emphasis on holistic and value-based education. 

Both systems recognize that true education extends 

beyond textbooks to include ethics, culture, 

emotional intelligence, and social responsibility. 

The incorporation of Indian Knowledge Systems 

(IKS), yoga, arts, and environmental awareness in 

NEP 2020 reflects a conscious attempt to reconnect 

with India's intellectual heritage while adapting it to 

global standards and contemporary needs. 

However, the comparison also highlights 

fundamental differences shaped by context. The 

ancient system functioned within a localized, 

community-driven structure cantered around the 

guru, whereas NEP 2020 operates within a large, 

diverse, technology-driven democratic nation. 

Modern education must address challenges such as 

globalization, employability, digital transformation, 

and large-scale administration—factors absent in 

the ancient era. Therefore, NEP 2020 blends 

traditional wisdom with scientific research, global 

competitiveness, and institutional governance. 

In essence, NEP 2020 does not replicate the ancient 

system but reinterprets its core philosophy in a 

modern framework. It attempts to balance tradition 

with innovation, spirituality with scientific temper, 

and cultural rootedness with global outlook. This 

synthesis represents an evolutionary progression 

rather than a replacement of educational ideals. 

To conclude, the study demonstrates that India’s 

educational reforms are not a departure from its 

civilizational values but a revival and 

modernization of them. The spirit of ancient Indian 

education—holistic growth, ethical grounding, and 

integrated knowledge—continues to influence 

contemporary policy. If implemented effectively, 

NEP 2020 has the potential to restore India’s 

historic reputation as a global knowledge hub while 

ensuring inclusive, equitable, and future-ready 

education for generations to come. Bibliography 
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